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THE SITUATION OF REVIVED RELIGIOUS ORDERS IN HUNGARY

by Emmerich Andras

Dr. Emmerich Andras, S.J. (Roman Catholic) is the leader of the Hungarian Institute
for Socilogy of Religion in Vienna and a member of the Board of Advisory Editorial
Board of REE. Several of his articles were previously published in this publication.

The restoration of religious orders in Hungary began on April 12, 1989, when Nandor
Takacs and Asztrik Varszegi, then auxiliary bishops, called together the leaders of religious
orders to have a common discussion. Although the 34/1950 law which banned religious
orders in Hungary was still in effect, the Communist state promised that it would not hinder
the revival of religious orders. The government of that time argued that the question of
religious was strictly a question of the home affairs of the church, and according to the new
law of assembly, orders might reorganize themselves. The Bishops' Conference took the
opportunity and asked the heads of religious orders to start the reorganization.
For centuries, religious communities have been one of the corner stones of the Roman
Catholic Church. They are especially important at the initial formation of a particular church
because their existence and actions "offer a valuable and necessary help to the missionary
activity." 1 Hungary is once again a mission territory where the orders will have much to do.
John Paul II referred to this on his visit to Hungary. 2 Today's Hungarian society feels the
lack not only of the physical, pastoral and cultural work of religious but also their mere
existence. "Sometime 3-4-5 villages had 2 gendarmes. Not because the budget did not have
enough money but because the people were honest .... Today, however, there are great

1

J. Cserhati and A. Fabian A Vatikani Zsinat Tanitasa [the teachings of the Vatican Council II]
(Budapest: Szent Istvan Taarsulat, 1975), in "Ad Gentes", p. 289. (My translation from Hungarian)
2

E.g. in his speech to the bishops on August 20, 1991.
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problems due to the devaluation of morals. The reorganization of religious orders is a social
necessity."3
The importance of religious communities and of their healthy functioning are generally
recognized and acclaimed. How have they fared since the first meeting of the leaders of
religious orders? What kinds of problems are the reviving orders facing? And finally, is the
society doing everything possible to benefit from and facilitate the activity of religious orders
soon as possible? In the following I rely on data from the Secretary of Bishops' Council
(henceforth SBC) and on the responses to a questionnaire for the heads of orders.
Who is written about? - Base of Comparison
Some important terms must be clarified. By 'religious community' here is meant any
Catholic organizations, such as orders and congregations, lay institutes and societies of
apostolic life whose members take vows of poverty, obedience and chastity, who usually live
together, and are often devoted to a particular kind of work. Their numbers are shown in
the first table. By 'religious' I mean a member of such a community. The term 'religious'
is not intended to suggest that these people are any more spiritual or devout than other
members of the church. This is a technical term in Catholic vocabulary used to designate
a person who has chosen this particular kind of Christian lifestyle.
If we compare the present situation of religious communities with that before they were
banned (table 2) then we get the following picture.
Table 1. The number of religious communities in Hungary, on December 31, 1991.
male
female*
together
orders
congregations
lay institutions
societies of apostolic life

18
3

total

34
23

4

16
20
2
4

21

42

63

2

* Some of the registered female orders, congregations etc. had not responded to the SBC questionnaire
by the time this paper was written. A more precise data on their numbers is presented after table 2.

3

The interview of Radio Vatican with Mr. Palos, the political state secretary of the Office of
Prime Minister in Tavlatok (a Catholic quarterly for intellectuals), 1992/5. pp. 111-112.
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Table 2. The number of religious communities, houses and members in Hungary before their suppression,
September 7, 1950. 4
religious
communities
houses
members
Male
female

23
40

182
454

8 956

2 582

together

63

636

11 538

The apparently corresponding total number of the communities of religious must not
deceive us. Today more female orders, congregations etc. are registered at the SBC, and their
number is constantly growing. At the end of April1992 they came to 56. Some of them are
new establishments, some of them existed before 1950, but for various reasons they were not
recognized and registered. Two male institutions did not revive: the Mechitarist, i.e.
Armenian Benedictine order, and the congregation of Kalazantine. Similarly, some female
communities could not reorganize themselves, e.g. the Sisters of Christ the King for People's
Education and the Holy Spirit Missionary Sisters.
The number of religious houses is not reliable as a base for comparison between the old
and new situations. For example these houses were not only residences where the members
lived, but the houses served other functions as well. The activities of religious communities
can also tell us something about the present situation. 5 In Table 3 we see the minimal
number of posts where a given enterprise of a community took place and the proportion of
these posts in the reclaimed buildings respectively. The number is 'minimal' because not
only teaching took place e.g. in a building categorized now in the table as high-school but
also social care insofar as they supported the poorer students with shelter, food, clothing etc.
without charge.
Some of the real estate has not been reclaimed from the state by the religious
communities because the buildings did not belong to them; the religious only worked there,
e.g. as nurses in city hospitals. Other buildings, mostly parish churches, became the property
of dioceses after 1950; these must be reclaimed from the dioceses. The third reason might
be that the orders could reclaim - according to the principle of functionality - only those
properties which are necessary to their revival and can be run by the reduced number of
aging members.

4

E. Andras, and J. Morel, Bilanz des U ngarischen Katholizismus [The Balance Sheet of Hungarian
Catholicism], (Miinchen: Heimatwerk, 1969), p. 121.
5

The activities of orders were reconstructed by comparing of two documents: the catalogue of
reclaimed real estates containing the function carried out by the orders before 1950, the "Archivum
Primatiale, Esztergom, Hungary, Mindszenty 5634/1948" document which lists the activities of orders
by cities and villiages.
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Table 3. The number of workplaces of religious communities before 1950 and their proportion in the
reclaimed buildings respectively
The character
of 11 workplace11
(1950)
monasteries etc.
child care
elementary school
vocational school
high school
college
students• residence
pastoral care
health care
social care
social & cultural
education
other

Number of Places

proportion in reclaimed <">
male
female

male female total
162
8
24
16
3
21
110
9
2

195
191
228
20
30
2
58
38
41
74

357
199
252
20
46
5
148
50
76

5
18

6
8

11
26

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

79

83
96

82
30
36
85

94
100
90
44
100
100

100
65
58
17
26

100
100

83
100

75

73

total
83
32
32
85
80
100
72

48
32
28
91
100

It is well known that the orders worked out not only in their own properties and enterprises,
but in many cases they helped dioceses, parishes, a given village or city. Insofar as this help is
wanted again, dioceses, parishes and the local governments must also do everything they can to help
the religious communities resume their activities. This is especially important in those cities and
villages with problems in health, child and social care where the female orders want to get back their
buildings. It is noteworthy at how many places the nuns carried out such activities: 191 child care,
41 health care and 74 social care. According to the principle of functionality, which is not spelled
out clearly in the law of compensation, today only about a quarter of the above-mentioned activities
can be resumed in the reclaimed buildings. However, the orders worked not only in their own
properties; therefore, it can be hoped that if they could settle down soon, then the local community
would also gain from it. 6
The Present Situation: Members, Ages, Communities
Community life is an essential feature of the religious' life. The communist regime made it
fundamentally impossible by confiscating the houses and dispersing the religious. The organization
of communal life became possible again in 1989; in the next year some orders and congregations
could already establish communities. Their development is shown in Table 4. The number of
communities and those living in them grew till the end of 1991, but the size of communities
decreased while the total number of religious essentially remained the same. The explanation is to
be found in the shaping of the number of female religious and the reorganization of communities.
Most of the members are old; many of them died in 1991.

The number of female religious

6
"Szerzetesrend telepiil Si6f6kra" [an order settles down in Siofok] in Somogyi Neplap [a local
weekly], October 26, 1991. The parish provided temporary shelter, the local government
transportation for the nuns who in their turn do social work in the city.
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diminished by 88 while the number of their communities was more than doubled. The number of
male communities increased about 20%, and the number of those who lived in communities also grew
a bit. The difference between the female and male groups may originate from their different
policies. While the men established their new communities from those who still lived in dispersion,
the women established their new nests from those who already lived collectively. The latter solution,
however, can be dangerous in the long run because communities that are too small are not attractive
to the young.
Table 4. The number of male and female religious and the proportion of those who lived in communities, 19901991 (the candidates and novices are included).
December 31, 1990.
Number of members
total in communities
female
male
total

2 959
899
3 858

439
505
944

December 31 , 1991
Number of members
total in communities
female
male
total

2 871
985
3 856

723
603
1 326

proportion of
those living
in corn. (%)
14.8
56.2
24.5

number
of cornlllJnities
64

55
119

proportion of
those living
in corn. (%)

number
of cornmunities
147

25.2
61.2
34.4

64

211

average
size of
corn.
6.9
9.2
7.9
average
size of
corn.
4.9
9.4
6.3

Those who still live in dispersion do not give up their lifestyle easily since they could adapt
only with great difficulties to communal life. Furthermore, it is not easy to part from the
accustomed environment and the old colleagues. Finally, the difficulties around the returning of the
religious' properties do not inspire confidence. "Many of the sisters would give up their home more
calmly and go to the community if from their past experience they had no fear of being unhoused
again." The return of the reclaimed properties would not only reassure the elder sister but would also
help the new generation, then "the parents of applicants would see the future of their children as
secure" .7 The strongly factious Hungarian society would also gain from the existence of religious'
communities since out of their collective living and work they are usually experts at communal life
and could help promote union in the society. 8 The state, however, must act soon if it wishes to call
on this expertise, because the religious are old (Table 5.). First religious have to establish their own
communities, and then the formation of young religious takes a considerable time.

7

The quotations are from the notes written on one of the questionnaires for the leaders of
religious.
8

"Intervention of Rev. Fr. Kolvenbach at the Synod of European Bishops" in SJ News and
Features, Vol. 20. No.1. January-February, 1991.
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Table 5. The breakdown by age groups of religious (candidates and novices are included) in 1991.
(n = 3489, female= 2751, male • 738)
age (year)
25.1
35.1
45.1
55.1
65.1
75-

- 25
- 35
- 45
-55
- 65
- 75

total

women (%)

men (%)

2.5
3.1
3.0
3.4
10.9
32.8
44.3

15.7
8.7
2.8
11.0
10.3
23.2
28.3

5.2
4.3
3.0
5.0
10.8
30.8
40.9

100.0

100.0

100.0

together (%)

The data show a sad picture, especially for the female groups. The latter have not only a
greater proportion of elderly, but their younger members are also fewer. Furthermore, if we
consider that the religious' average span of life is 80 years, then we can see that inS years about 41%
of members living today will not be with us. This process might be speeded up if the elders wear
themselves out by taking on the difficulties of reorganization themselves. On the other hand this
ageing phenomenon means that they might have to set the younger ones to work sooner or after a
shorter formation as religious entrust them with the leadership of the order or congregation. Because
of high expectations there is a real danger that the formation period be shortened and the young
members sent to work or into leadership before they are ready.
The New Generation
The fate of the reviving religious communities depends mostly on whether there will be
young men and women who choose their life. The leaders assert almost unanimously that the number
of novices (Table 6.) is few. If the number of novices is momentarily enough it us only because the
groups could not admit more in consequence of their poor monetary, personnel and housing
situations.
Table 6. The number of candidates, novices and seriously interested young people in 1990 - 1991.
December 31, 1990.

women

men

candidates
novices

69
78

77

81
155

total
seriously interested

147
126

89

236

December 31, 1991.

women

men

candidates
novices

65
82

37
96

102
178

total
seriously interested

147
109

133

280

12

19

total

total

..'·

It would be early to look for trends after only two years. It is pleasing that the total number

of novices and candidates grew, but it is sad that the replacement of female religious - the proportion
of elders is greater there - remained basically the same. In 1990 the SBC asked the number of
seriously interested young people because many orders had no building to house them. It is very
unfortunate that at the beginning of 1992 there were still at least 8 communities with no building
for their young people. DiC in charge must work to find suitable places as soon as possible.
Superiors see the character of young people very pessimistically. Novices and candidates lack
the proper preliminary spiritual training; therefore, they have to be given basic religious instruction.
What is more, they do not know the essence of religious life; "only prayer attracts them, they do not
expect to work." According to others, youth do not dare to give themselves totally and they become
independent only later. Public sentiment adds to this sad situation by being against religious ideals,
especially the vow of chastity. Many blamed "only-childism" and the lack of religious education in
the family for the low number of vocations.
Religious in Today's Hungarian Society
The situation of religious is decisively determined by two factors: their position in the church
and the social and political views about them. The problems are coming mostly from the collisions
with the middle and lower levels of the social hierarchy over the reclaimed properties. The different
churches handed in about 6000 compensation claims. Religious communities claimed 572 building
complexes- i.e. less than 10%- broken down according to the law for the next 10 years. By the end
of 1991 the male orders got back 11% (31 buildings), the female orders got 3% (9 buildings) of their
reclaimed building complexes. This fact explains largely why the reorganization of female orders
is slower, and why they cannot admit new vocations.
Apart from the rundown state of the returned buildings, negotiations with the local
governments take a lot of time from the religious. There is almost no time for ministry to those who
need it most: the old, the poor and the adolescents. Some orders cannot start their novitiates because
of the lack of proper building.

As time passes, the chance of having a member who would

understand and raise the new generation properly keeps diminishing. Many young people have
already given up the vocation because of the problems of the big generation gap. No wonder that
the sects without institutional troubles and with the monetary support from abroad can wean away
successfully so many young people from the Church.
The support of local authorities is very important because they decide the future of the
reclaimed properties. The local governments would sustain a loss because the religious - especially

20

the nuns - could already do much if they got back their buildings~ 9 Half of the male communities
experienced the delay or the prevention of the returning of prope[ties. There seems to be more
willingness to help the women, but this is contradicted by the fact that they have got back fewer
buildings. One of the leaders comments on this contradiction as follows: "It cannot be known how
much is honesty and how much- is politics." It is like somebody who is praised by the majority to
his face while from behind is choked by others. 10
,.. ,
..:.0;

The religious' experience of the attitudes of cle~gy is also mixed. Although a great proportion
of diocesan clergy likes and supports them, another proportion, which is not negligible, has ~ntipathy
to religious or is indifferent but at the same time counts on the wo~k of religious communities. 11
.
The main reason for these conflicts, according to a great number of religious, is that "we do not
know each other well, there is no real contact. The spirit of Vatican II has not yet arrived in
'·
Hungary."
Mutual ignorance can indeed cause great misconceptions. For example most of the dioceses
consider nuns as cheap and good workers and expect them to work in such a way. But they do not
realize that today there are no financial means at the disposal of religious - the 1991 /XXXII.
compensation law does not allow the reclamation of lands which before had made possible to work
for a symbolic payment. The source of another misconception is that some do not take into account
that the number of religious has decreased to a quarter of the 1950 total and that the members have
not gotten younger. "Because of our age and small numbers we cannot do as much as expected for
the clergy." Furthermore, according to religious, the clergy are jealous of their young vocations and
financial resources. This is also a misunderstanding, says a more sober voice, since both the diocesan
priests and religious are in need. Therefore, "they want to see more vocations and monetary funds
on their side."
Naturally, there are positive signs too. One of the bishops, "since he knows the importance
of religious, 'collect' them, so to speak, in his diocese. He supports, controls and helps them too". 12
Furthermore, priest candidates and young religious have organized their third national meeting in
the summer of 1992 in Szeged.

------------ .,,
9

Students' residence would be opened mostly. Furthermore child care would be done sometimes
with education in a foreign language. To a lesser degree social and health care activity could be
carried out by them.
1

°Fr. Kerenyi (Dominican) expressed a similar view in Kurir (a Hungarian daily), January 9,
1992. "... one night was enough to put us out. Now three years are not enough to get back our
house. We are choked slowly."
11

The clergy has such an attitude toward the orders, says 40% of the religious' leaders.

12

The quotations are from the notes written on the questionnaires for the leaders of religious.
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Summary

Religious have begun their work though most of the communities are still in the phase of
"rooting." Both society and church need their presence and work. On the other hand, some of the
local governments hinder rather than help the reorganization of religious communities by not giving
back the most necessary buildings. The willingness to help is not unanimous on behalf of clergy
either; there are many conflicts due to misconceptions. The younger religious will soon have difficult
tasks and heavy responsibilities because of the great proportion of elderly. Generally, the female
groups are in a worse situation that the males. Their members are older, the number of their
replacements is not growing. The fundamental difficulties of revival strike them more than the men.
To facilitate religious life and the reviving of religious communities we should do the
following:
1. Christian politicians should help the orders - especially the female ones - which do not
yet have the appropriate buildings as soon as possible.
2. For the sake of a good relationship with the clergy it is essential to build connections
with them and to make each other's problems known to each other. The council of religious
superiors, the SBC and the religious media could help by regular information and publications. It
must be made possible to arrange frequent meetings between religious and clergy on local and
diocesan levels to get to know each other better. The best binder between the clergy and religious
is the common building of the Kingdom of God in Hungary.
3. The religious media should present the different communities so that youth will have a
clearer image of the meaning of religious life and the special charisma of different communities.
4. Clergy and religious must enlarge their personal relations with the youth to familiarize
their life. The pastoral care of families and the renewal of family life on Christian principles is
especially important because the fewer number of vocations is caused mostly by the lack of
practicing Catholic families.
In an interview with Vatican Radio at the end of 1991 Archbishop Seregely expressed his
opinion that "despite all the difficulties, the Hungarian religious life will recover with great
possibility, what is more, I hope that it will be better than it is now in Western Europe." We might
add that until then there is much to do not only for the religious themselves but also for the
Hungarian Catholic Church and for Hungarian society as a whole.
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